I NDUSTRIAL SCENE

EDITORIAL Noise and the "Cognitive Itch"
Tunes that stick in your head and noises that can't be measured may have something in common.
Consumer psychologist James Kallaris, of the University of Cincinnati, has found that certain tunes create a "cognitive itch", the mental equivalent of an itchy back, that just must be scratched. A reaction to this cognitive itch is to repeat the tune in your head.
The main characteristics of music that stick in your memory are:
Repetition: A repeated sequence causes automatic pattern echo in the brain. Simplicity: The simpler the tune, the more likely it is to make your brain itch along with it. Incongruity: Something unexpected in a song can also trigger a cognitive itch. An unpredictable pattern or unexpected individual note may have the effect of grabbing your attention.
Kellaris' work is based on a survey of 1000 student respondents, most of whom had experienced being fixated with songs or jingles. Episodes had lasted from a few hours (55%), to a full day (23%) or for several days (17%), whilst 5% had occurrences which were longer than a week.
Excessive repetitiveness is a big factor, as this may cause the brain to echo the pattern automatically. Consumer psychologists are interested in helping their clients produce ever more memorable jingles, but does the cognitive itch explain some noise problems?
That intractable low frequency noise, which doesn't register on an Aweighted measurement, may have something in common with the tunes. "Sorry" say the Authorities, we can't measure it so there are no grounds for action". But the noise tunnels its way ever deeper into the complainant's consciousness, throbbing in a repetitive, simple manner. And the longer the problem is fobbed off, the worse it becomes. So it is still heard when away from the source.
The development of an "acoustic memory", following long periods of exposure, coupled with the frustration of inaction, has been suggested previously as the cause of some long-term low frequency noise problems.
The work on cognitive itch adds weight to this.
